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The miracle of Santa Sophia
One thousand tons of loose glass cling 
suspended in the world’s largest unsup­
ported brick dome, an architectonic 
miracle and the last great monument o f  
-Roman architecture.
By Anthony BRYER
A medieval writer trying 
to describe an elephant to peo­
ple w ho had never seen one, 
began: “ It has a small tail.” 
Anyone who has tried to 
describe the domed basilica of 
Santa Sophia in Istanbul will 
sympathise. But you have to 
start somewhere. In 1894 WR 
Lethaby began with the
podrome mob of trying to 
keep warm. But the reaction 
of dictators who survive a 
coup is swift. The site was 
cleared and Justinian began 
rebulding Santa Sophia on 
February 23, 532. On
December 27, 537, he reopen­
ed the Great Church which 
stands today. Such speed is a 
clue to what makes it the most 
interesting building on the
The nave looking west 
words: “ Sancta Sophia is the 
most interesting building on 
the world’s surface.” It is a 
start.
Cathedrals are dedicated 
to local patrons but Constan­
tinople - Byzantine Istanbul - 
w'as an upstart place in the 
Roman world. Few have 
heard of its local martyr, St 
Mokios: his cistern is now a 
vegetable garden, impossible 
to find unless you happen to 
fall into it.
The city was to come 
under the patronage of the 
Mother of God, but the 
Cathedral, first opened on 
February 15, 360, could only 
be called the Great Church. By 
about 430, people also called 
it the Holy Wisdom of God. 
Its feast day was Christmas 
Day when the Holy Wisdom- 
(Haghia or Santa Sophia) 
became incarnate.
The original Great 
Church was burned down in a 
rumpus on June 20, 404. 
Theodosios replaced it with a 
massive basilica which was 
burned down in the “ Nika” 
riots against Justinian on the 
night of January 12, 532.
Anyone who knows what 
a January night can be like in 
Istanbul may suspect the Hip-
toward the royal doors 
world’s surface.
In 537, Santa Sophia was 
probably the largest building 
on the world’s surface, barr­
ing Egyptian pyramids, or the 
Great Wall of China. It still
probably sports the widest un­
supported brick dome in the 
world - about the size of the 
Albert Hall in London.
How can you describe 
such scale? One sportsman 
eyed a pigeon in the dome and 
remarked “ Out of shot” , 
which is one kind of 
measurement.
It stands on the burnt 
debris of its predecessors, but 
also literally on the world’s 
surface, without foundations, 
and in an earthquake belt. The 
first dome was thrown down 
in an earthquake in 558; Justi­
nian lived long enough to 
reinaugurate the present 
higher dome on Christmas 
ve 562. Later segments 
ashed to the floor in 989 and 
>46 (when it was buttressed).
Visitors are happily 
taware that they walk under 
i estimated one thousand 
>ns of ill-secured glass. At 
ght, when the crowds have 
me, you can hear the mosaic 
ibes patter down like giant 
indruff and sense myriads of 
airline cracks in the masonry 
ijust to the temperature and 
ny tremors of the world’s 
trface as the Great Church 
ittles down to sleep.
But it survives. Most 
ithedrals take decades to 
aft: Santa Sophia was built 
under six years. Maybe that 
the reason.
Justinian’s subjects must 
ave been as awestruck as any 
tizen of Romania who saw 
eaucescu’s palace go up so 
ist and grandiosely at their 
ipense. The logistics of 
numbering marble slabs, 
ordering capitals, assembling 
reused columns, melting lead 
and baking bricks must have 
been a contractors’ nightmare. 
Everything was going on at 
once by the autumn of 535.
Santa Sophia from the baths o f  Roxelana
Fossati’s restoration of Santa Sophia
The sixth-century basilica o f  Santa Sophia, preserved 
as a mosque in 1453 and a museum, since 1935, was exten­
sively restored by the Ottoman Sultan Abdiilmecid between 
1847 and 1849. Santa Sophia has attracted many fine studies, 
but none can compare in atmosphere with these sumptuously 
hand-coloured plates from the album o f lithographs by 
Louis Hughe, after drawings by Gaspare Fossa!i, the ar­
chitect responsible for the restoration. They were publish­
ed in 1852 by Colnaghi in London. Today the basilica is 
being restored once more; scaffolding is up and funds are 
being raised to uncover the late-Byzanline mosaics, secure 
beneath Fossati’s magnificent decorative scheme. The three 
hundred and sixty degree panorama in.four quadrants was 
viewed from the south-west minaret in 1850.
But Santa Sophia will 
long outlive the work of other 
dictators - barring pyramid- 
builders. The mortar was not 
given time to set brittle before 
it was saddled with quarter 
and half domes which skewed 
out of place and are still gent­
ly adjusting. The architec­
tonics of Santa Sophia remain 
mysterious. Such a happy ac­
cident cannot be repeated and 
never was. It was a one-off.
The architects were An- 
themios of Tralles, a 
mathematician, and Isidores 
of Miletos, an engineer. It had 
all been tried before; indeed 
Santa Sophia is the last great 
monument of Roman ar­
chitecture. But they must have 
been very frightened men to 
take on such a huge task. They 
had at most a month on site 
to lay plans. Clearly Justinian 
was evçn more frightening 
than the scaffolding: he was 
on the site daily.
Do not underestimate an­
cient or medieval architectural 
planners. As geometers they 
had their own cubits, palms, 
fingers and feet to measure by. 
But at Santa Sophia, An- 
themios and Isidores had 
another measurement to con­
tend with. In 524-527, the 
Princess Anicia Juliana had 
built the nearby palace church 
of St Polyeuktos.
The “ ancien régime” of 
Julian’s court was Justinian’s 
rival: his Santa Sophia a gross 
reply to Juliana’s exotic St 
Polyeuktos - how exotic you 
can see in its sculptured 
peacocks outside the Istanbul 
Archaelogical Museum.
All that is left of St 
Polyeuktos itself is a grubby 
garden and a bulge in the 
Saraçhane underpass. But it 
has been skillfully excavated 
by Professor Martin Harrison, 
who argues that it is based on 
the Biblical measurements of 
the Temple of Solomon - the 
model of all Christian chur­
ches, as David was of Chris­
tian kings. St Polyeuktos 
stood externally square to 
within a finger of the one hun­
dred Solomonic royal cubits
Entrance to the upper gauery
of seven palms.
Justinian entered Santa 
Sophia in 537 with the words 
“ Solomon I have surpassed 
you” . The subtext was 
“ Juliana, 1 have outdone 
you” . In his church, Justinian 
could claim to surpass 
Solomon: on a mosaic in 
Mount Sinai he appears as 
David too.
Today Santa Sophia is 
described as a domed basilica: 
contemporaries found it more 
difficult. No more than with 
an elephant can mandarin 
Greek cope. Paul the Silen- 
tiary saw the Great Church 
reopened in 562. “ Each arch
to describe it seriously in plans 
and drawings, as well as 
words, was Guillaume-Joseph 
Grelot, in 1627. His engrav­
ings were reproduced 
(sometimes back-to-front) in 
guide books to Istanbul until 
the 1840s.
Grelot, a much-travelled 
Frenchman, managed to enter 
the mosque in disguise, along 
with paper, pencil, a Bologna 
sausage and a bottle of wine.
Countless others tried to 
draw Santa Sophia after 
Grelot in 1672, until, in 1937 
Robert Van Nice, a young 
American architect, first
The imperial kiosk built for Abdiilmecit by Gaspare Fossati
joins its unshaken foot to that 
of the neighbouring curve at 
either en d ,”  he begins, 
describing the spherical 
pendentives which turn the 
square into a circle. “ The 
space between the arches is 
filled with a fair construc­
tion,” he concludes-but we are 
none the wiser.
On May 29, 1453 Mehrn- 
ed the Conqueror preserved 
Santa Sophia as a mosque, the 
cathedral of the Ottoman Em­
pire. The first modern person
peered through its dome win­
dows. The mosque had just 
been secularised.
Grelot and Van Nice are 
a remarkable pair. Grelot’s 
survey was completed in a 
dangerous few days in 1672; 
Van Nice’s took fifty years 
from 1937. Grelot had the 
support of a sausage and a 
bottle of wine, Van Nice every 
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modern technique and a team 
of draughtsmen at Dumbar­
ton Oaks in Washington DC. 
His final album of architec­
tural plans was published by 
Harvard University in 1986. 
They record every exposed 
brick, mason’s mark and mar­
ble slab,, and reveal how the 
square of Santa Sophia turns 
into a circle with dizzy 
precision.
WR Lethaby and Dr 
Rowland Mainstone are an 
equally remarkable pair. 
Lethaby (1857-1931) became 
surveyor of Westminster Ab­
bey, and was a leading light in 
the arts and crafts movement. 
His study of “ the most in­
teresting building on the 
world’s surface” in 1894 is 
suitably handsome.
Mainstone is, like An- 
themios, a mathematician, 
and like Isidoros an engineer: 
from 1958, Santa Sophia turn­
ed him into an architect. His 
analysis, published in 1988, is 
wonderfully practical.
Touts regularly sell the 
Eiffel Tower to more gullible 
• visitors to Paris. My tip for 
thos'e who fancy buying San­
ta Sophia is to get hold of Van 
Nice and Mainstone’s reports 
first. The lead roof leaks, of
Santa Sophia
course, and the conservation 
of the newly re-exposed late 
Byzantine mosaics in the great 
east arch is going to cost 
millions in any currency.
But to discover what it 
really feels like to be inside the 
great domed basilica of Santa 
Sophia turn to the Fassati 
volume of 1852. Van Nice and 
Mainstone record the repairs 
to Santa Sophia commission­
ed by Sultan Abdiilmecid in 
1847-49. They were carried 
out by Gaspare Fossati 
(1809-83) and his younger 
brother Giuseppe (1822-91), 
members of a Swiss architec­
tural family.
After contracts in St 
Petersburg, Gaspate under­
took the Russian embassy in 
Istanbul (1838-45). Several 
other buildings survive. Some 
projects, including a grandiose 
scheme to replace Topkapi, 
were not carried out. But 
while working on Santa 
Sophia, he did build the pro­
jected Ottoman University 
next to it, a vast neo-classical 
building which burned down 
in 1933.
During their repairs, the 
Fossatis exceeded their brief 
by uncovering, and inade­
quately recording, Santa
Sophia’s Byzantine mosaics - 
which they swiftly re-covered. 
The process of uncovering 
these mosaics with more care 
has been going on since the 
mosque became a museum. 
There is plenty more to do: for 
a start, the recording of 
pilgrim graffiti in every Chris­
tian and Muslim script under 
the sun, which makes Santa 
Sophia the most interesting 
notice board on the world’s 
surface.
Gaspare had intended to 
dedicate an album illustrating 
Santa Sophia to the Tsar 
Nicholas I, but he declined to 
respond to the honour by sub­
sidising its publication. It was 
therefore presented to his 
more lucrative, and rival 
patron, Sultan and Caliph Ab- 
dulmecid. This meant that pic­
tures of the uncovered mosaics 
were replaced by a panorama 
of contracts for the reforming 
Sultan.
How much the Fassati 
brothers actually had to do 
with the album which bears 
Gaspare’s name is open to 
question. But, bathed in a sort 
of dreamy oriental haze, these 
sumptuous hand-coloured 
lithographs give a sense of 
what Santa Sophia really
looks like, in a way that no 
photograph, and only one 
other description, has 
achieved.
The other discription is in 
words, yet is at a loss for 
words. One thousand years 
ago, Prince Vladimir of Kiev, 
contemplating the baptism of 
Russia, sent envoys to Con­
stantinople. One visit to the 
Great Church was enough for 
it to work its continuing 
magic.
“ We knew not whether 
we were in heaven or on earth. 
For on earth there is no such 
splendour or such beauty, and 
we are at a loss how to 
describe it. We only know that 
God dwells there among men, 
and their service is fairer than 
the ceremonies of other na­
tions. For we cannot forget 
that beauty.”
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Huseyin Akbulut Conductor 
of the Presidential Symphony 
Orchestra and Prof. Ersin 
Onay, Head of Bilkent 
University Music and Stage 
Arts department, and Isrnet 
Alver former Director- 
General of Vaktfbank were 
awarded with honorary 
medals.
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